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What’s This Session Going To Cover
1. How do we go about building digital collections for BU
2. Intro to the Ajami Library Collection
3. British Library Endangered Archives Program
4. Preparing for Fieldwork to Digitize
5. Training + Fieldwork in Senegal
6. Challenges and Opportunities
7. Trip Photos + Cake + Tea
How Do We Build Our BU Digital Collections
OpenBU’s mission: To make accessible and preserve all of BU’s creative, and 
scholarly/research outputs.
● University-wide mandates for open access:
○ BU Faculty Scholarly Articles (My CV)
○ BU Theses & Dissertations
● Collaborations and consultations
○ Across BU Libraries (Medical Library, African Studies Library)
○ Individual Faculty Members (Michael Birenbaum Quintero)
○ Schools (School of Music Concert Programs)
○ Departments (World Languages & Literatures Haiku journal)
○ Institutes and Centers (African Studies Center & Prof Fallou Ngom)
Partnership with the African Studies Center (since 2011)
http://www.bu.edu/africa/
What is Ajami?
“Ngom’s father was considered illiterate because he couldn’t read and write in the country’s [Senegal] 
official language, French. But like many Senegalese had for centuries, he wrote daily information in his 
native tongue using a modified form of Arabic script known as Ajami. Ngom was struck by the 
irony: Here was his “illiterate” father communicating with him years after his death, in writing.
Ngom realized that this was more than just a touching personal moment. It also represented an 
immense opportunity. Ajami script had been widely used across Africa for day-to-day writing in a 
dozen languages, and Ngom knew those writings had been largely overlooked in the official story of 
the continent - in part because so few historians could read them. How many other documents like this 
existed across the continent? How many had simply been missed, or ignored?” 
-Boston Globe “The lost script” January 1, 2010
Let’s explore the African Ajami Library (http://hdl.handle.net/2144/1896)
British Library/Arcadia Endangered Archives Programme
https://eap.bl.uk/project/EAP1042
EAP 1042 Digitization Team and Partners
Fieldwork Team:
- Ablaye Diakité (Local Project Manager)
- Ibrahima Yaffa (General Field Facilitator (highly 
respected Mandinka elder))
- Ibrahima Ngom (Photographer)
BU Team:
- Fallou Ngom (Director of African Studies Center and 
Project PI)
- Eleni Castro (Technical Lead)
Partners: West African Research Center (overseas office of WARA at BU) 
Abdoulaye Niang (Administrative and Finance Director), Amadou Dieng (IT 
and Logistics Manager), and Aliou Badara Sarr (Assistant Librarian)
DIGITAL PRESERVATION OF:
MANDINKA AJAMI MATERIALS OF CASAMANCE, SENEGAL
EAP 1042 Project
1. Order and test equipment in Boston (November-December 2017)
2. 3-day digitization workshop @ WARC in Dakar, Senegal (January 4-6 2018)
3. Fieldwork in Ziguinchor (January 7-13, 2018)
4. Digitization Team continues working in Casamance region (until March 2019)
a. Ziguinchor region
b. Kolda region
c. Sediou region
Goal: to digitize over 12,000 pages (digitized over 1,300 during the first week!)
Where are we doing the fieldwork?
Maps of West Africa and Southern Senegal region.
Tested in various locations with different light conditions. Hard to exactly mimic field 
conditions.
Phase 1. Purchase & Test Equipment in Boston
Phase 2. Digitization Training at West African Research Center in Dakar
Phase 3. Fieldwork in Casamance, Senegal (Digitization & Interviews)
What is Teranga?
“Teranga means hospitality [in the Senegalese language Wolof], but it’s more than 
hospitality. For us, it’s a way of life. It’s everything you can think of. It’s a verb, it’s a 
noun, it’s an adverb, it’s an adjective. Like, we say, “This person, she knows teranga”: 
This person, she knows hospitality. Or, “This person, she’s teranga”: This person is 
hospitable, this person is generous. “ -Marie-Claude Mendy
Challenges / Opportunities
● Manuscript Photography in Non-Studio Conditions
→ Macro Light Ring + best practices (Hill Museum)
● Camera overheats after an hour of continuous use
→ Replace battery
● Internet bandwidth at hotels is slow 
→ wireless broadband router ($$)
● Troubleshooting issues remotely (WhatsApp)
● Still To Do: 
○ Manuscripts are not transcribed
→ Unicode for Ajami (larger project at Yale)
Closing words, cake, and more photos
“As the world once again looks to Africa as a continent of 
economic opportunity, it’s more important than ever that we 
understand there is so much more to be offered than just 
minerals and resources, that Africa is not defined by what 
can be taken, reaped, exploited. We must bring light and 
pride to the undervalued.” --Pierre Thiam
From Thiam’s Preface to: Senegal: 
Modern Senegalese Recipes from the 
Source to the Bowl
Additional Readings and Resources
Ngom, Fallou. (2016). Muslims beyond the Arab world : The odyssey of ʻAjamı̄ and the Murı̄diyya (Religion, 
culture, and history series). New York: Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780190279868.003.0001
Ngom, Fallou. (2016). “Chapter 11. Murid Ajami sources of knowledge: the myth and the reality.” Maja 
Kominko (ed.), From Dust to Digital: Ten Years of the Endangered Archives Programme. Cambridge, UK: 
Open Book Publishers, 2015, http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0052.11
Torborg, Wayne. (2016). “Hill Museum & Manuscript Library: Available Light Photography Tips”. Online: 
http://www.vhmml.us/Resource/Downloads/Available%20Light%20Photography%20Tips.pdf
Jody Butterworth, Andrew Pearson, Patrick Sutherland and Adam Farquhar (eds.), Remote Capture: 
Digitising Documentary Heritage in Challenging Locations. Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2018. 
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0138
Fieldwork Photos
Dakar, Senegal + West African 
Research Center (WARC)
Digitization Workshop 
at WARC.
**Attendees wearing
Mugar Greene Scholars 
shirts
West African Research Center. Dakar, Senegal
EAP 1042 Partners and Fieldwork Team (January 2018).


Painting of the 
MV Le Joola at WARC. 
Dakar, Senegal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MV_Le_Joola
Fieldwork Location:
Ziguinchor, Senegal











